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Research on women's leadership has tended to focus upon detailed micro studies of individual 
women's identity formation or, alternatively, to conduct macro studies of its broader discursive 
constructions within society. Both approaches, although providing helpful understandings of 
the issues sUlTounding constructions of women's leadership, are inadequate. They fail to deal 
with the ongoing dilemma raised in both Cultural Studies and studies of discourse and identity, 
in relation to the negotiation of subjectivity and representation, that is, how broader societal 
discourses and media representations of women's leadership both inform, and are informed by, 
the lived experiences of individual women. In this article, a range of methodological 
approaches are outlined that were drawn upon in a study of a small group of senior women 
academics from ethnically and socioeconomically diverse origins. The authors examine how 
the women negotiated the frequent mismatch that arose between, on the one hand, societal 
discourses and media representations which often reproduced nan-ow and highly stereotypical 
accounts of women's leadership, and on the other hand, the individual women's subjective 
experiences of leadership which challenged such representations. It is contended that it is 
necessary to draw on a number of methodological perspectives in ways which trouble and 
unsettle homogenized versions ofwomen's leadership in order to fully explicate more nuanced 
and complex ways of understanding how women's leadership identity is fotmed. 
Introduction 
Much of the research on women and leadership in education and other organizations addresses 
the macro or broader societal dimensions of gendered discursive constructions of women. 
Alternatively, it does a fine-grained analysis of the micropolitics of organizational life focusing 
on individual women leaders and/or individual organizational cultures and structures. While both 
approaches are useful ways of constructing the problem of women's positioning as leaders, each 
of the perspectives is, in itself, methodologically inadequate in that they limit and constrain 
understandings of women's leadership formation to institutional contexts. Moreover, they over-
look how women's leadership is situated by broader social, cultural and political discourses 
including those circulating within the fields of education and, in particular, the media (Thomas 
2002; Wilkinson 2005). In this article, we draw on notions of field, habitus and symbolic violence 
(Wacquant 1989; Bourdieu 1990a) and critical discourse analysis (Fairclough 1995a, 1995b) in 
order to explore the discursive articulations between the micro (the identity formation of individ-
ual women leaders in specific organizations) and the macro (how women leaders as a group are 
discursively represented in the media and society). This is done through a study, which examined 
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the ways in which women leaders as a collective were discursively positioned by the Australian 
media. It then analyzed how dominant discourses ofleadership drawn from these media represen-
tations were circulated, taken up andlor challenged by a group of senior women academics 
located in a variety of Australian universities. The paper maps out this methodological journey as 
a way of understanding the complexities of how gender and leadership are discursively 
constructed in the different fields of media and higher education. In particular, it seeks to explore 
more methodologically reflexive approaches through which to understand the complex ways in 
which female leaders have been positioned within academe. 
Preparing for the research journey 
In utilizing the term 'field' to describe the media and education, we draw on Pierre Bourdieu's 
definition of fields as a metaphor for 'a structured social space ... a force field ... contain(ing) 
people who dominate and others who are dominated' (Bourdieu 1998,40). Bourdieu emphasizes 
that fields operate as sites of struggle between actors who bring unequal amounts of various types 
of capital or power to the specific social space and who engage in a range of practices in order to 
accumulate more capital. He notes the relational nature of fields, arguing, for example, that the 
media and universities operate as fields of power, drawing their strength from both their relation-
ship to other dominant fields such as government, and their location within a metafield of power 
which influences the practices of other, less dominant fields (Bourdieu 1988, 1998). 
We found Bourdieu's notion of fields particularly helpful in making sense of a contemporary 
phenomenon in education and media, that is, the increasing overlap of discourses between the two 
fields and the way in which education as a field of power has become increasingly an object of 
the media. In turn, educationists are having to respond to the media in ways that were unimagin-
able two decades ago, leading to the rise from the media field of at times 'regulatory and coercive 
discourses' vis-a-vis education (Webb et al. 2002). Such discourses set the terms of the debate to 
which educational organizations, and the individuals within them, feel compelled to respond 
(Blackmore & Thorpe 2003; Zyngier 2004). 
To briefly illustrate the intenelationship between the two fields and how individual senior 
women academics struggled to answer back to such regulatOlY discourses, let us turn to an exam-
ple drawn from our study. Simone, l a senior woman academic of European origin,2 noted that 
there was a dearth of representations of women leaders from her cultural background in the 
media. The one discourse she was able to identify in regard to European-origin women leaders 
was that of 'having made it against the odds ... that's the one they like because ... [it] ... shows 
what a good society we are.' 
Simone noted that the danger of the 'succeeding against the odds' discourse was that its 
undeliones of (Anglo-Australian) paternalistic benevolence led to potential scapegoating and 
resentment when individuals from this ethnic origin, and women in particular, were seen to rise 
above their allocated station in society. Hence, such discourses operated as a fonll of surveillance 
and strategy of containment (Hage 1998). She commented that: 
... if you're a woman professor, a ... [European origin] ... woman as well ... God help you ... who 
and what are you and how dare you? Particularly in the social realm because here you are trying to 
make generalizations about a community that they think you're a visitor in ... or the cleaner's daugh-
ter, or the recipient of benefits, so when did you get so big to be able to make pronouncements? 
In order to develop more fine-grained and nuanced accounts of specific women educational lead-
ers' fOlmation, such as that of Simone, we needed to examine the intenelationship between 
discourses of women's leadership emanating from the media field, which in turn form a crucial 
part of the wider representational framework of societal discourses of leadership informing 
specific women's subjectivity as educational leaders (Wilkinson 2005). The interplay between 
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representations and subjectivity is a subtle one but, nonetheless, it is all the more powerful 
because of its apparent 'naturalness' and taken-for-granted nature. As Simone notes in a latter 
part of the interview in relation to media representations of women's leadership, 'some of those 
codlings ... do impact ... there's just this kind of subplot in ... your life ... [in] ... which you 
constantly have to say, "That doesn't matter-I'm not going to let it come to the foreground.'" 
Yet, despite the fact that the nexus between social discourses, media representations and the 
lived experiences of individuals, in telms of identity development, has been an ongoing dilemma 
in Cultural Studies (Hall 1992, 1997; Docker & Fischer 2000) and in studies of discourse and 
identity formation carried out by feminists in particular (McNay 2000; Moreton-Robinson 
2000), it is an issue upon which contemporary feminist educational leadership research and the 
broader field of educational leadership has been silent. This absence is all the more puzzling 
given the ongoing feminist research in the areas of women's leadership in academe (David & 
Woodward 1998; Brooks & MacKinnon 2001; Chesterman et al. 2003) and in feminist work on 
the dialectical interplay between subjectivity and representation, as noted above. 
Hence, a major aim of the study was to trouble both the broader representations of women's 
leadership and essentialist notions of women leaders as a homogenized group. In order to achieve 
this goal, a large study of representations of women's leadership in the media and academe was 
undeliaken in two phases. The first encompassed a 12-month period (Janumy 2001 to January 
2002) of collecting aliicles about ethnically and socioeconomically diverse women leaders from 
two major Australian broadsheets, The Australian and The Age. The two newspapers were selected 
because although readership of broadsheets in general is declining, both are highly prestigious 
papers whose readership is drawn from the more educated middle and upper classes of Australian 
society. Thus the newspapers have continuing prestige and more power to set the daily news agenda 
in terms of national issues than the tabloids and other media sources (Pearson & Brand 2001). 
Articles were selected from the hard news or factual sections of the papers (encompassing the 
fields of business and politics) and from the soft news or lifestyle and human-interest sections. 
The collected aliicles across the different categolies of the newspapers included women leaders 
who had achieved success in more traditionally feminized areas such as the arts or education-
sectors that are often devalued in comparison with the masculinist domains of politics and 
economics. The articles either portrayed individual women leaders or discussed women and lead-
ership in more general terms. In addition, aliicles about women leaders were categorized into 
three broad categories: Anglo-Australian, Aboriginal Australian and women leaders from ethnic 
minority backgrounds (the latter categOly was drawn from all other ethnic backgrounds). Our 
reason for this was that it was impoliant to examine the breadth ofleadership discourses amongst 
women from a range of ethnic backgrounds, given that we were attempting to challenge homog-
enizing discourses that underpin feminist research on women's leadership. 
The second phase consisted of a series of in-depth interviews with six senior women academ-
ics from Anglo, Aboriginal, Asian and European origins located in a variety of elite and newer 
universities (Wilkinson 2005). Academe was selected for two key reasons. First, under a succes-
sion offederal governments, universities have undergone significant refOlms, reflecting the major 
role that they are seen to play in the nation's attempts to move from a Fordist to post-Fordist or 
knowledge economy (Marginson & Considine 2000; Ozga & Deem 2000; Blackmore & Sachs 
2007). As a result, instability and dislUption cUlTently characterize the Australian university field, 
unsettling the field's internal gender regime. New managerialist discourses of efficiency and 
quality provision, impolied from the fields of economics and business, have opened new possi-
bilities for some women academics while simultaneously reasserting old gender hierarchies and 
mobilizing new power regimes (Blackmore 2004). Second, it was the one educational sector in 
which we were able to identify a number (but not a critical mass) of women leaders who came 
from ethnically diverse backgrounds. 
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In so doing we utilized a combination of methodological approaches, which allowed us to 
begin to negotiate the divide between representation and subjectivity. Such approaches provided 
us with the methodological tools to make sense of the gap between stereotypical media represen-
tations of women's leadership and our study participants' re-presentations ofleadership, which 
suggested far richer, more complex and diverse knowledges of leadership (Moreton-Robinson 
2000). The remainder of this article will illustrate the methodological working-through of this 
approach, drawing on specific case studies drawn from the research. In so doing, it will posit 
potential implications for researchers both in the field of educational leadership and beyond. 
Setting the scene: dissonances in representations of women's leadership 
In canying out the study of representations of women's leadership in the media and academe, a 
major dissonance was noted by our academic women leaders such as Simone, in telms of the 
narrow, homogenized and stereotypical pOltrayals they frequently encountered in both media and 
commonsense understandings of women's leadership. This was particularly the case for the 
female participants who were from working-class and non Anglo-Australian origin. Such repre-
sentations were in clear contrast to the individual patticipants' re-presentation of themselves as 
women who led in productive and agentic ways. Put simply, the women patticipants often did not 
recognize themselves in the media or society's pOltrayals of female leadership and, similarly, 
colleagues and students failed to 'recognize' the women as academics/leaders because of the lack 
of discursive spaces for women educational leaders from non-Anglo origins. 
For example, when Iris, another study palticipant from a European background, was asked 
about media representations of European-origin women leaders, she observed: 
I don't think there is enough representation and ... sometimes the representations that are there, they 
come across as either ... '[She is] ... from this background that's why she thinks this way'; or, 'Gee, 
she's so different, she's excelled despite the culture.' ... Your culture is a deficit. Therefore anything 
you've managed to achieve you've done despite ... it and, 'Thank God ... it's because of some 
wonderful Anglo-Australian women who've taken you under their wing.' 
The dearth of representations of European origin women leaders and the paternalistic attitudes 
underpinning the few media discourses that were apparent led to a fOlm of invisibility and patron-
age for Simone and Iris. Although it has been argued that women as an overall group are intruders 
or 'non-citizens' within academe (Stanley 1997), Iris and Simone's experiences suggest that 
some groups of women may be less entitled to citizenship than others. For example, when Iris 
first commenced her work as an academic, she had been ejected from the staff room by a 
colleague who commented when she told him she was an academic, 'Okay-you just don't look 
like ... ' and then ... [the comment] ... stops.' Similarly, Simone describes how when she first 
came to her university to take up a senior appointment, she was attempting to find her office and 
people appeared to mistake her for a cleaner. In so doing, she commented: 
I couldn't get anybody to give me any service. I couldn't get anybody to just be civil to somebody, 
to a ... middle-aged woman with a cardigan, as well as a jacket, who obviously had bad dress sense 
... [and] ... who obviously wasn't a local. 
Re-presenting academic women leaders 
Spivak's (1988a) theoretical perspective about the need to distinguish between two different 
dimensions of representation was crucial when investigating the inconsistency between the 
broadsheets' representations of women's leadership and Iris and Simone's subjective experi-
ences of leadership. Spivak defines representation as having two meanings; on the one hand, 
'speaking for' groups, and on the other hand, 'involving interpretation.' The latter is defined as 
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're-presentation ... thus all representations are based on interpretation' (Spivak cited in Moreton-
Robinson 2000, xxii). Spivak's theoretical argument captured how media representations and 
societal discourses of women leaders such as Iris and Simone may speak for them in ways they 
may not choose. The fact that students and colleagues failed initially to recognize Iris and Simone 
as academics suggests that, in Australian society at least, there is a discursive struggle over the 
construct of academic women's leadership. It is a struggle that renders unsayable particular 
discourses which would re-present women from non Anglo-Australian origin as academics. 
Consequently, such representations potentially inflict a fOlm of epistemic violence (Spivak 
1988a) upon women leaders, an analysis which is consistent with Bourdieu's (1990b) notion of 
symbolic violence. 
Underpinning the mapping of broadsheet representations of women's leadership is the 
premise that media representations have the capacity for symbolic violence (Bourdieu 1 990a), a 
form of power that is all the more coercive because it is more subtle than physical violence. '(I)ts 
hue nature' is 'disguised as force and gaining recognition, approval and acceptance by dint of the 
fact that it can present itself under the appearances of universality-that of reason or moral-
ity' (Bourdieu 1990b). Simone's observations about the subtle' codings' that impact on herlife as 
a constant subtext beautifully encapsulate the insidious nature of such violence. 
We examined broadsheet representations of women's leadership because, in contemporary 
Western society, the media playa key role in the exercise of symbolic power, in particular in 
terms of shaping public opinion (Fairclough 1995b). This is achieved primarily via its role as a 
signifying agent engaged in the intellectual labor of representation; that is, meaning-making (Hall 
1982). One way in which this occurs is through the choices newspaper editors make about how 
they will represent individual women leaders within what Stuart Hall has described as represen-
tational regimes, that is, 'the whole repertoire of imagelY and visual effects through which 
"difference" is represented at anyone historical moment' (Hall 1997, 232). It is through such 
representational choices that difference as a marker of infeliority, of that which is oppositional to 
a hegemonic norm, is maintained and power relations reproduced. 
For example, in relation to women leaders, our study analyzed how the two broadsheets' 
representational choices in regard to women's leadership mainly drew from the field of Anglo-
Australian women politicians, and constructed a vision of women's leadership based on an 
Anglo-Australian, middle-class center from which non Anglo-Australian representations of 
women's leadership were silently measured and marked as inferior (Wilkinson 2005). In contrast 
to media portrayals of Anglo-Australian women leaders, media representations of both Aborigi-
nal and ethnic minority women leaders constantly referred to both the women's ethnic origins, as 
well as their gender. For example, Pat O'Shane was continually described as Australia's 'first 
female Aboriginal magistrate' (Editor 2001). In contrast, the complete lack of reference to 
Anglo-Australian women leaders' ethnicity suggested that the fotmer two groups' ethnicity was 
marked and visible as both oppositional and inferior to Anglo-Australian constructions of female 
authority. Anglo-Australian whiteness for the latter group functioned as a fOlm of invisible 
privilege in a similar way to how masculinity functions for males as a group. 
Hence, the interviews attempted a fOlm ofre-presentation or self-presentation, distinguishing 
between how women interviewees such as Iris and Simone re-presented themselves and how they 
were collectively represented within the media and society more generally. In so doing, we 
utilized the lived experiences of women leaders-their subjectivity-as a site of resistance. It was 
an attempt to produce 'subjugated knowledges' (Moreton-Robinson 2000) that might begin to 
challenge essentialist constructions of women's leadership which failed to recognize the differ-
ences between women as a group. 
In order to explore further the dissonances between the women participants' subjective expe-
riences of themselves as leaders and media representations and societal discourses that painted a 
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very different picture, we will apply a combination of two key methodologies to a specific media 
discourse on women's leadership. The methodologies include that of critical discourse analysis, 
for it provided us with broad, general understandings of discourse, in palticular in relation to the 
constitutive and productive role it plays within media portrayals of women's leadership and soci-
ety more broadly. The second drew on Pierre Bourdieu's concepts of habitus, field and symbolic 
violence, which, as we have suggested above, were extremely helpful in conceptualizing how the 
women academics constructed a sense of themselves as individuals within the specific field of 
higher education. 
Diversity as positive capital: a two-edged sword 
A striking feature of the broadsheets' representations of the Anglo-Australian women leaders was 
that just over three-quarters of them were drawn from the political field and either portrayed indi-
vidual women politicians or were general articles about women in politics (Wilkinson 2005). 
Dominant discourses of Anglo-Australian women leaders included women being hailed as the 
harbinger of change, a 'dominant motif of international media coverage of women politicians 
(NOlTis 1997); and the golden girl discourse, in which women politicians were hailed as potential 
new leaders, placed upon a pedestal and then heavily castigated when invariably fault-lines 
emerged (Wilkinson 2004, 2005). 
We coined the phrases 'warring blacks' and 'the 'naughty nigger', to encapsulate the racism 
of two dominant discourses of Aboriginal women's leadership within the broadsheets. The former 
discourse persistently emphasized division and conflict between various Aboriginal women lead-
ers. The latter set up an opposition, as Marcia Langton has noted, between the 'naughty nigger 
who ... just doesn't know how to behave properly in public ... and the good niggers who keep 
their mouths shut' (Langton cited in O'regan 2001). 
The dominant discourses of leadership for ethic minority women included the high achiever 
who succeeds against the odds, or for whom hard work brings rewards; the successful business-
woman; and that of diversity as capital, that is, women turning their outsider status into a form of 
power or positive capital. For the purposes of this article, we will concentrate on the latter discourse 
but for further elaboration of the other discourses, please refer to Wilkinson (2004, 2005). 
The diversity-as-capital discourse has its Australian origins in a series of major federal govern-
ment reports known as the Karpin reports, produced in the mid-1990s (Karpin 1995). The reports 
were highly critical of the mono cultural nature and lack of entrepreneUlialism of Australian 
management and gained much publicity in the Australian media of the time. The notion of diver-
sity was picked up and circulated by the Australian media and came to enter the language as part 
of a regime of representation in regard to organizational equity strategies for different groups such 
as women. In palticular, Australian universities utilized the discourse in its equity policies, where 
diversity came to signify an 'individual differences' approach to equity, shorn of the political 
notions of collective disadvantage that had underpinned previous policies (Bacchi 2001). 
However, the ways in which the language of diversity was interpreted and implemented within 
individual universities' policies vatied enOlmously (Bacchi 2001). 
The diversity-as-capital discourse was read in some media representations of minority women 
leaders as a means of women turning their outsider status into a form of power or positive capital. 
For example, in our study, a newspaper article featuring Eve Mahlab, a prominent Australian 
businesswoman of Austrian-Jewish origin, reported her stating, 'I constantly feel like an outsider 
... I actually add something of greater value to the group in the way of diversity, and I get 
something in return ... appreciation and ... success ... ' (Mitchell 2001,42). 
A number of the minority ethnic women leaders interviewed positioned themselves quite 
differently within the discourse of diversity as capital, depending on their varied locations within 
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different universities. For example, Mahlab's observations in regard to the diversity-as-capital 
discourse rang true for one of the interviewees, Suzanne, who was of middle-class, Asian origin, 
held a research-only position and was located in a university known for its commitment to equity 
at both the symbolic and substantive levels. Suzanne commented that: 
'" the paradox is that precisely because there are not that many women, if you are a woman you actu-
ally get noticed more quickly. And I really think that in that sense ... the notion of being disadvan-
taged is ambiguous .... At this level I don't think that necessarily is the case ... whether you like it or 
not there is a sense in which ... you have to ... definitely be able to move in Anglo-culture relatively 
easily .... 
In contrast to Suzanne, Simone held an executive management position in a university with a 
strongly hierarchical tradition. Related to Suzanne's university, there were fewer women and 
feminists in leadership roles. She had a more ambivalent response to the diversity-as-capital 
discourse. While she agreed that the diversity-as-capital discourse opened options for minority 
ethnic women, Simone warned: 
There has been for a number of years a certain cachet or attractiveness to being a woman and of 
minority background for universities .... They've wanted to include people so that they can live up to 
the kinds of values that they espouse. So at one level ... they want you for your difference and that 
does make an opportunity for you .... 
On the negative side ... the vety things ... that make you attractive are then the things that for some 
people irritate, grate or are attributes of an outsider ... you are also quite often an outsider in 
emotional terms and in tetIDS ofthe way that you operate and your values ... you're canying an extra 
burden ... on top of the outsiderness that women bring ... in a place-patiicularly in management-
that's dominated by Anglo men. 
Suzanne and Simone's contrasting constructions of the diversity-as-capital discourse suggest that 
the same commonsense discourses of women's leadership may be taken up vety differently 
depending on the nature of the field and the institutional context in which it circulates. Their 
experiences also imply that the same discourse may operate quite differently for individual 
female leaders within the same field, depending on the woman's location and role within an orga-
nization, and the cultural legitimacy or weight of the various capitals that they bring to their 
university. For instance, the 'halo effect' (Saha & Atkinson 1987) of Suzanne's reputation as an 
already-established overseas scholar of middle-class origins appeared to carry considerable 
cultural capital in a field such as academe that has traditionally been the preserve of those from 
more socioeconomically privileged backgrounds (Hatton 1999). In contrast, Simone's working-
class, European origins accrued considerable negative capital with Simone obsetving that in 
Australian culture, 'being ... [European origin] ... and a woman and a leader, those three things 
are anxious ... or telTible things.' This suggests that the discourse of diversity as capital for the 
two women cannot be read in isolation from the lived experiences that women leaders such as 
Simone and Suzanne bring to the academic field; the raced, classed and gendered nature of 
academe; and the specific institutional context of their university, in particular in terms of how 
much it has absorbed diversity policies at the deeper values level, or purely at a symbolic level as 
Simone's nalTation implies (Newman 1995). 
Let us compare Suzanne and Simone's stories with that of Amelia, the most senior of the 
women interviewed-an Aboriginal feminist from a working-class background. The key figure-
head role she occupied within her university accrued much symbolic capital. Simultaneously, as 
a member of her state'sjudicialY, the legitimacy she had earned in the legal field in terms of the 
Anglo-Australian, masculinist authority of the law was carried over into academe and her senior 
position. 
Crucially, Amelia was appointed at a time when the university was 'in such a condition that 
it was necessary' for her to take a lead role in terms of major reforms, including the overhaul 
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of upper management. Amelia's access to the media provided her with significant symbolic 
capital. She seized her power with alacrity, drawing on her deep pool of knowledge about the 
change process as a fOimer high-ranking public servant. For example, in describing a major 
change she brought about to the governing committee over which she temporarily presided, she 
commented: 
I ... looked around the ... table and saw that there were only ... [a minority of] ... women ... and I 
said that this had to change. Whereupon I got a blast from ... [the] ... men ... [One of the men] ... 
was ... actually racist and sexist ... (t)hat was pretty much the ... culture ... at the time ... I suppose 
they could see ... that this was actually a threat to their incumbency ... I intended to get rid of them 
and .. , that's precisely what I did. It took me about ... [X amount of time] ... but I did it. 
Amelia was able to turn the negative capital of her gender, ethnicity and class into positive capital, 
thus illustrating the paradoxical and ambiguous nature of the concept of diversity as capital. She 
appears to occupy that 'creative interval' which is, in reality, a multiplaced location ... of possible 
oppression and ... power and resistance' (Pallotta-Chiarolli 1996). In Amelia's case, it seems that 
the site has become one of 'power and resistance'. As Stuart Hall observes, '(w)hen you set the 
terms in which the debate proceeds, that is an exercise of symbolic power' (Hall 1988, 71). 
The politics of discourses of women's leadership 
Utilizing the telm discourse, the study drew on Foucault's (1990) concept that our ways of know-
ing about the world are based on the relations of power produced within discourses: 'it is in 
discourse that power and knowledge are joined together ... as a multiplicity of discursive 
elements that can come into play in various strategies' (Foucault 1990). Foucault's notions of 
power were useful, for in focusing upon the discursive constitution of subjectivity and diffusive-
ness of power it assisted us in understanding how power may be exerted in unpredictable ways, 
for example, through the differing discursive spaces which the diversity-as-capital discourse 
opened up for our three women participants and the major differential material effects of this 
discourse on their leadership work. 
However, what added to Foucault's notions of discourse was Fairclough's (1992, 1995a, 
1995b) insights into its dialectical nature, and that discourses within contemporary media texts 
may have potentially transformative as well as reproductive functions. Fairclough has contended 
that an overemphasis on discourse unnecessarily privileges language and ignores the material 
social and economic conditions that structure people's lives. We found Fairclough's analysis of 
discourse attractive because by stressing the dialectical and potentially transformative potential 
of discourse, attention is drawn to the political nature oflanguage (Mills 1997). Fairclough's crit-
ical discourse analysis was extremely useful in exploring how ethnically diverse women leaders 
were collectively represented within society and the way in which these more general discursive 
conditions may assist in constituting and shaping the leadership possibilities of individual women 
such as Simone, Suzanne and Amelia within their particular institutions. 
Methodologically, however, how were we to utilize Fairclough's insights with regard to 
discourses of women's leadership, in palticular with regard to how media representations produce 
powerfully specific nanatives that may be empowering or damning? Critical discourse analysis 
provided us with a partial answer. 
Critical discourse analysis as methodology and method 
As a method, critical discourse analysis draws on 'an ensemble of techniques for the study of 
textual practice and language use as social and cultural practices' (Luke 1997,53). First, it is under-
pinned by constructivist notions of language in which discourse is seen as operating 'laterally 
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across local institutional sites ... [with] texts hav(ing) ... a constlUctive function in fonning up and 
shaping human identities and actions.' This was particularly useful in understanding the vatying 
and specific organizational discourses of women's leadership circulating within Australian 
academe, such as diversity as capital. It opened specific professional leadership identities for the 
women interviewed, but in vety different ways within a range of organizational sites, as Amelia, 
Suzanne and Simone's narratives reveal. 
Second, critical discourse analysis utilizes Bourdieu's (1990b) notions of capital and embod-
iment. It contends that (a)ctual textual practices and interactions with texts become 'embodied' 
fonns of cultural capital with exchange value in particular social fields' (Luke 1997, 53). This 
was a meaningful concept for the analysis of material in this study. It assisted an examination of 
how particular discourses of leadership such as diversity as capital were valued and how these 
discourses were exchanged symbolically in academe and the media. 
Finally 'discourses are produced and used within political economies, and ... thus produce 
and articulate broader ideological interests, social formations, and movements within those fields 
... ' (Luke 1997,53). This insight demonstrated how media representations, while celebratory of 
women's leadership, simultaneously privileged a very specific form of (Anglo-Australian) white, 
middle-class leadership (Wilkinson 2005). Moreover, the representational regime thus produced 
by such discourses had major material effects on the women leaders interviewed. For example, 
Simone, Suzanne and Amelia's stories illustrate how the diversity-as-capital discourse, derived 
from the fields of politics and the media, appeared to assist in discursively opening up leadership 
spaces for themselves as Aboriginal and ethnic minority female academics. However, in 
Simone's case, when such a discourse was not allied to a deeper institutional commitment to the 
values of diversity, a fOlm of symbolic violence was inflicted upon her. She noted in regard to her 
presence as the one of the few non-Anglo origin leaders in her university, '(I)fyou're of the kith-
and-kin you're looked after. If you're not ... you're hung out to dty .... ' 
In this sense, critical discourse analysis was a clUcial method for analyzing the material in this 
study. It enabled an understanding of the media's role in producing hegemonic representations of 
women's leadership. These representations were drawn largely from the mainstream political 
field and organizational discourses, informing what was sayable, thinkable and doable about 
different groups of women leaders within academe (Luke 1997). 
Critical discourse analysis facilitated an analysis of the dissonance between representations 
of female leadership in popular culture and the women leaders' identity formation as leaders. 
However, there appeared to be an idealistic notion of discourse underpinning the ways in which 
critical discourse analysis had been applied in the literature, based on the assumption that 
discourses were taken up identically across various organizations. The results of this study, 
however, suggest that this is not the case. Moreover, we found little analysis in the literature of 
how broader societal discourses on women's leadership might be mediated by the differing inner 
logic at play within a field such as academe, as well as within a range of sites within that field. 
Our study revealed a clUcial interplay between the interviewees' conception of their identities as 
leaders within their universities and wider societal and broadsheet discourses of women's leader-
ship. How could we as researchers make conceptual sense of this dialectic? 
Applying Bourdieu to the field 
Bourdieu's concept of the interplay between field and habitus provided a vety productive means 
of analyzing our patticipants' negotiation of the preceding disjuncture. Bourdieu defines the 
habitus as: 
... the product of a practical sense ... ofa socially constituted 'sense ofthe game' ... [which] ... posits 
that objects of knowledge are constmcted and not passively recorded ... when habitus encounters a 
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social world of which it is the product, it finds itself as 'fish in water' and takes the world about itself 
for granted. (Wacquant 1989,43) 
The role ofthe habitus is crucial in the concept of the field, as the 'habitus realises itself, becomes 
active only in relation to a field ... the same habitus can lead to very different practices and 
stances depending on the state of the field' (Bourdieu 1990a, 116). Each field produces its own 
specific habitus, its own '(a)ction guided by a feel for the game' (Bourdieu 1990a). Bourdieu also 
points to the dialectical relationship between a field and the habitus, for: 
... the field structures the habitus, which is the product of the embodiment of the immanent necessity 
of a field .... On the other side ... habitus contributes to constituting the field as a meaningful world 
... endowed with sense and value, in which it is worth investing one's energy. (Bourdieu cited in 
Wacquant 1989,44) 
The concepts of habitus and field were adopted by Bourdieu as a means of overcoming the dual-
ism between structure and agency. Whether it does so successfully or not is debatable (Jenkins 
1992). However, they were particularly helpful in analyzing the dissonance our women leaders 
experienced between media and societal meanings of diversity as capital; and their diverse expe-
riences of the discourse, depending on their specific habitus and the individual institutional 
context in which they were located. 
Simone, Suzanne and Amelia clearly possessed a sufficient practical sense-a socially consti-
tuted sense of the game as it is played in the higher education field-as witnessed by their success 
in gaining positions ofleadership within this site of practice. They were able to amass a sufficient 
amount of cultural and symbolic capital to position themselves in a relatively dominant position 
within the field. Yet, what also came through clearly in the interviews is how intrinsic to their funda-
mental sense of identity-their individual habitus-their gender and original class and ethnic 
Oligins remained. As Bourdieu notes, habitus is 'history turned into nature' (Bourdieu 1977) and 
each woman carried her gendered, classed and raced history into the academic field and inscribed 
on her body or bodily hexis. For example, Suzanne's Westernized, highly educated parents had 
stressed the importance of 'fitting in' to the Eastern and Western cultures respectively in which 
they had grown up. Hence, her habitus meshed to a celiain degree with the middle-class, Anglo-
Australian masculinist habitus of the academic world that she encountered in Australia as an adult. 
Her observation of the 'paradoxical' nature of disadvantage related to 'whether you ... [were] ... 
able to move in Anglo-culture relatively easily' suggests the extent to which her middle-class Oligins 
may allow her to negotiate the academic field as a 'fish in water' -that is, to enter a social world 
whose rules of the game and inner logic were known to her via the habitus she brought to the field. 
In contrast, Simone's less rosy construction of diversity as capital may be read in tenllS of the 
more hierarchical institutional context in which she works, in which diversity appears to be 
enacted at a symbolic level only; in telIDS of her executive management role which places her in 
the position of 'boundary rider' between senior and junior staff; and the individual working-class, 
European origin habitus she brings to the middle-class field of academe. For Simone, her sense 
is that she did not belong within the dominant habitus of her university and was a 'fish out of 
water' because of the combination of her gender, ethnicity and class. 
For Amelia, despite the conflict-ridden representations of Aboriginal women's leadership 
within the broadsheets, the persistent media representation of AbOliginal women's leadership 
suggests the emergence in the media of' (an)other public identity ... the ... [female] ... Aboriginal 
political actor' (Mickler 1998, 129). As a player in the fields of power of the law and academe, 
with a habitus shaped by her immersion in feminism and Aboriginal civil rights, and located in a 
university whose culture she had a unique oppOltunity to shape, the diversity-as-capital discourse 
provided her with a powerful, agentic means with which to set new rules about leadership which 
subvelied traditional masculinist practices. 
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Bourdieu's (2001) concepts of the interrelationship between habitus and field have been 
critiqued as too deterministic by a number of feminist researchers. Moi (2000), for instance, notes 
that Bourdieu's detetministic analysis of gender is contradicted by the collective action of the 
feminist movement that has challenged such presuppositions. We agree that, at the expense of 
individual and collective agency and resistance, Bourdieu places a deterministic spin on underly-
ing structures of power relations perpetuated by symbolic violence. In contrast, our interviews 
suggested the impOliance of agency in leadership work. This was illustrated by various decisions 
the women had made in their positions to draw on, challenge or create new discourses and subject 
locations for leadership work, drawing on the variety of fields in which they were differentially 
located. 
For example, Amelia called up her political commitment to second-wave feminist values of 
equity and collective ways of working when she observed: 
I do tty to h'eat evelybody around me-and I don't care what position they hold ... as a human being. 
I know ... of men who walk past and don't even acknowledge the presence of people like typists or 
... their PAs ... they treat them like dogs .... I have the view that everybody ... has a view on how the 
institution can mn ... So that's important to try to include everybody in the team rather than being ... 
the head honcho ... I'm actually much more interested in having the institution achieving a position 
within the world hierarchy ... and ... long after I'm dead and gone ... the ... institution will be 
remembered and I think that's what's important. 
McNay's (1999, 2000) feminist work on reconfiguring the subject, through a rereading of 
Bourdieu's (1990b) concepts of habitus and field, counters other feminist arguments concerning 
the determinism of Bourdieu's concepts. McNay has argued that women's movements across a 
variety of fields (each with its own differing and often contradictory internal logic and rules of the 
game) may produce tensions that generate agency. Amelia's career had been distinguished by her 
movements across a variety of professional and personal fields, including feminism, Aboriginal 
civil rights, the public service, the judiciaty and the post-compulsory and compulsory education 
sectors. The multiple subjectivities this entailed as a magistrate, mother, member of an extended 
family and civil rights activist produced greater reflexivity and self-awareness, in terms of the 
contradictions and destabilizing tendencies that arise when different fields are constantly crossed 
(Adkins, 2002; McLeod, 2005). 
It is unclear whether McNay's (1999, 2000) more optimistic reading of the possibilities for 
Bourdieu's concepts is justified, in terms of the possibilities for gender transfOlmation under 
feminism (McLeod 2005). However, what is clear is that McNay's reconceptualization of habitus 
and field provided our study with explanatory power in tetms of understanding how women lead-
ers such as Amelia gained a heightened sense of reflexivity and agency through the dissonances 
that emerged from their immersion in a variety of fields. On the other hand, Simone's experience 
of academic leadership suggests the need to acknowledge that crossing different fields has contra-
dictory and, at times, deleterious material effects (McLeod 2005). 
Conclusion 
An examination of the feminist organizational literature suggested that much of the research on 
women and identity since the discursive tum has focused on a close micro analysis of individuals, 
dislocated from the broader organizational site and wider societal debates in which the individual 
is located (Ashcraft & Mumby 2004). On the other hand, literature on leadership and representa-
tion often examines the broader sweep of societal discourses in isolation from the individual, and 
the organization in which they are located. Yet, the data from the women interviewees, allied with 
an analysis of media discourses on women's leadership, suggest the need for more nuanced ways 
of understanding women leaders' identity fOlmation that combine a range of macro and micro 
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methodologies. It points to the importance of including an examination of both the specific orga-
nizational fields and the broader political, social and economic discourses of women's leadership, 
as mediating influences on the construction of women's leadership habitus. 
It is our hoped that our study reveals the need for more complex ways of understanding 
women leaders' identity formation and, in so doing, opens up productive spaces from which may 
flow subjugated knowledges of diverse women's leadership. 
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Notes 
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